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Mountain Division Rail Study Executive Summary

I. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this Report is to investigate the present condition, potential use of and probable
implementation costs for freight and/or passenger services on the 50 mile Mountain Division Rail
Corridor within Maine and a 10 mile segment within New Hampshire, to Intervale, within the town
of Conway. The essential findings of the Report and summaries of potential implementation costs
are included in this summary.

II. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The Mountain Division name came to be in the early years of the 20th century when the railroad
came under the control of the Maine Central Railroad. Prior to that time, the Mountain Division was
known as the Portland and Ogdensburg Railroad, chartered in Maine in 1867 with construction
starting in 1869. The original concept of the P&O was never fully realized. Insufficient funds, other
railroads that blocked completion of key sections in northwestern Vermont and across the northern
reaches of Lake Champlain, and the fact that Ogdensburg never became a major port; all conspired
against realization of the ambitious plan. The route did exist, but never under the control of a single
carrier.

By the early part of the 20" century, the expanding Maine Central Railroad absorbed the P&O
between Portland and St. Johnsbury, Vermont, a distance of 131 miles, together with a line branching
north from Whitefield, New Hampshire deep into Quebec. At St. Johnsbury, the Maine Central
connected to the St. Johnsbury and Lake Champlain RR west across the top of Vermont (a piece of
the original P&O concept) and a north-south route of the Canadian Pacific RR. The Canadian
Pacific had leased this line from the Boston & Maine in 1926 with purchase in 1946. The CP line
north out of St. Johnsbury turns west after exiting the top of Vermont, passes through Montreal and
then west with connections back into the U. S. in the Detroit area. History now informs us that the
CP route was the major outlet for the Mountain Division freight traffic, not the original conceived
route west from St. J.

The Mountain Division from Portland to St. Johnsbury seems to purposely avoid any major
population or industrial centers. As a result, there never was significant freight or passenger traffic'
generated along the line. Instead, the Mountain Division functioned mostly as what is known as a
“bridge” or “overhead” route for freight traffic in and out of Maine to the U. S. Midwest. Volume
levels of this overhead traffic actually increased over time reaching a peak in the 1970’s and holding
up fairly well to 1982, the last full year of operation of the Mountain Division. The relatively high
volume (about 16% of total Maine Central carloads in 1972) of overhead traffic using this difficult
route was due mostly to two factors:

1. The Maine Central got a longer haul and better division of revenue on cars routed this way

rather than interchanging to the Boston & Maine at South Portland (Rigby Yard).

! Except during the last half of the 19" century and early 20" century when in summer, large numbers of patrons
came to and from the White Mountain resort hotels on passenger trains.
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